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In conversation with Janet Lee, Dean of Libraries, Regis University, Dr. Shimelis Assefa, University of 
Denver, discusses aspects of library collaboration from an international perspective that cover both chal-
lenges and opportunities.  Insights on collaboration in library science education are also offered.   
 





In Collaborative Librarianship’s continuing series 
of interviews with members of the CL Advisory 
Board, Janet Lee, a founding member of the 
Journal team and copy editor, queries Dr. Assefa 
on various aspects of library collaboration in an 
international context and how collaboration 
might be addressed in library science education.  
 
Dr. Shimelis Assefa’s academic and professional 
journey began at Addis Ababa University, in 
Ethiopia.  While in Ethiopia, Assefa worked in 
different capacities, including Science Librarian, 
Lecturer, Systems Librarian, and Chief Medical 
Librarian. He also worked as a consultant for 
academic institutions, international organiza-
tions, healthcare institutions, and private insur-
ance companies in areas of systems develop-
ment and backbone internetworking. After 
completing his Ph.D. in information sciences 
from the University of North Texas, Denton, in 
2007, he joined the faculty at the University of 
Denver Library and Information Science pro-
gram, a position he has held since January 2008. 
Assefa’s teaching and research activities are an-
chored around two fundamental notions in the 
field of library and information science: 1) the 
nexus of human cognitive agency and the bibli-
ographic universe, and 2) the interaction be-
tween work system and technology system. In 
both research strands, Dr. Assefa has published 
peer-reviewed articles and presented papers at 
regional, national and international conferences. 
Dr. Assefa is a member of the American Society 
for Information Science & Technology and the 






CL: As a general, introductory question, what 
drew you to the field of librarianship? 
 
Assefa:  Well, this is an interesting question. I 
would say I was drawn to the field by accident. 
As freshmen at Addis Ababa University (AAU), 
in Ethiopia, students don’t declare degrees. We 
just take common courses. By the end of the sec-
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ond semester in June, all freshmen students go 
to a big hall where department chairs and school 
deans across campuses converge to talk about 
their respective degree programs. It is at this 
point that I and several of the colleagues who sat 
next to me listened to a Dean from the School of 
Information Studies for Africa who was break-
ing the news that the University is opening for 
the first time in the history of the country a pro-
gram in Library and Information Science (major) 
and computer science (minor). The Dean, Mr. 
Getachew Birru, not only talked about the pro-
gram, he went on to explain the significance for 
graduates from this program as trailblazers in 
leapfrogging the country to the information so-
ciety. It is then that my colleagues and I decided 
to join the program. For me personally, listening 
to the dean about the country’s transformation 
to an information society in an information age 
was quite captivating and I did not want to miss 
the opportunity to be among the first batch of 
select graduates. 
 
CL: What was your path to becoming a profes-
sor of library science at the Morgridge College 
of Education at the University of Denver? 
 
Assefa: Right after my undergraduate degree, I 
was hired by AAU Libraries. My initial ap-
pointment was to work in the Science Library as 
a user services librarian.  This was followed by a 
systems librarian position at the John F. Kenne-
dy Memorial Library, two positions I held for 
four years. While at JFK Memorial Library, the 
main university library system, I was given an 
opportunity to study for a MA degree in Infor-
mation Science at the School of Information 
Studies for Africa, at the same University, AAU. 
Upon completing my MA, I was promoted to 
the position of chief medical librarian at the 
main teaching hospital and the de facto national 
medical library of Ethiopia. My time as chief 
medical librarian was very fulfilling and re-
warding. In that capacity, I received three inter-
national scholarships to study for short terms 
spanning two to six months.  These included 
study at the University of East Anglia (spon-
sored by the British Council); international train-
ing in medical informatics at the University of 
Natal, South Africa (sponsored by New England 
Medical Center and Tufts University); and a 
backbone internetworking fellowship at San Jose 
State University (SJSU) (sponsored by the Inter-
net Society). During the summer of 1999, the 
fellowship at SJSU gave me the opportunity to 
visit several of the tech giants in the Silicon Val-
ley area. Aside from the formal training, meet-
ing renowned individuals such as Vint Cerf, 
who is widely known as the father of the Inter-
net, was quite an experience for me. It is at this 
point that I said I have to come back to the U.S. 
and pursue my doctoral degree. In 2003, I finally 
started my PhD studies at the University of 
North Texas, Denton. When I was about to de-
fend my dissertation, as is customary for doctor-
al candidates, I started applying for faculty posi-
tions at as many universities as there were open-
ings, including the University of Denver. I ac-
cepted a faculty position in the LIS program, 
Morgridge College of Education at the Universi-
ty of Denver, a tenure-track position I have held 
since January 2008. 
 
CL: As a library professional who knows very 
well the conditions in the United States and in 
Ethiopia, what are some of the different ways 
opportunities for library collaboration unfold 
in these two countries? 
 
Assefa: It is interesting I am asked this question. 
The idea of content divide—that  least-
developed countries in Africa, including Ethio-
pia, have limited access to the scientific and 
technical global knowledge base and can con-
tribute very little to it—is a research agenda near 
and dear to me. This major issue, I believe, pro-
vides a great opportunity for libraries in the 
United States and in Ethiopia to collaborate. As 
readers know, PubMed Central (PMC) is a free 
full-text archive of millions of pieces of biomedi-
cal and life sciences journal literature hosted by 
National Library of Medicine and the National 
Institutes of Health (NLM/NIH). As of today, 
only Canada and Europe (initially UK PMC) 
have copied the complete archive of PMC and 
they now have their own versions (Canada PMC 
and Europe PMC). In the same vein, I was won-
dering why not an Africa PMC? Interestingly, 
four years ago I inquired about the possibility of 
an Africa PMC and exchanged emails with Dr. 
David Lipman, the Director of the National Cen-
ter for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) at the 
U.S. National Institutes of Health. For various 
technical and legal issues, I was told NLM/NIH 
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has stopped entertaining such requests. I men-
tion this precisely because these are the kinds of 
resource sharing schemes on which libraries in 
the United States and Ethiopia (and Africa in 
general) can work together. 
 
In addition, as we all know, libraries in the Unit-
ed States are acquiring more and more digital 
resources as well as building digital libraries 
commonly called “institutional repositories.” A 
large number of the digital resources that U.S. 
libraries subscribe to have open access options 
where copies can be deposited in respective li-
braries’ repository systems. I personally believe 
with the right framework and processes put in 
place, libraries in the U.S. can share these openly 
available resources to libraries in Ethiopia, 
thereby playing a tremendous role in bridging 
what I call the content divide. 
 
Another important area of collaboration can be 
in areas of professional development, skills 
transfer, and visitor exchange programs—in 
both directions.  
 
CL: In what ways do Ethiopia (or Africa, gen-
erally) and the United States encounter hin-
drances to library collaboration? 
 
Assefa: I believe the major hindrances come 
from lack of institutional culture to openness, 
lack of adequate financial resources, incompati-
ble library systems (including integrated library 
solutions, hardware, and software), language, 
and poor technical infrastructure on the part of 
countries in Africa, including Ethiopia. For li-
braries in the United States, I believe the source 
of the hindrance stems from lack of understand-
ing of the continent of Africa, in general. Africa 
is a huge continent and home for close to a bil-
lion people with a wide range of climates, lan-
guages, political systems, and levels of economic 
development. Moreover, libraries in the U.S. 
should not see their counterparts in Africa (in-
cluding Ethiopia), only as dumping grounds for 
old and weeded materials. There is no doubt 
libraries in Africa can benefit greatly from mean-
ingful and sustainable collaboration. If collabo-
ration is built on the framework of partnership, 
libraries in the U.S. can also benefit from librar-
ies in Africa by getting copies of local materials 
and other knowledge outputs that are coming 
out of Africa.  This type of library collaboration 
is not yet very common.  
 
CL: Further, along this line, what could librari-
ans in the United States learn from Ethiopian 
librarians about library collaboration, and 
what do you think Ethiopian librarians could 
learn from Americans about library collabora-
tion?   
 
Assefa: Strong alliance and consortia arrange-
ments, document delivery and ILL schemes, 
strong professional associations at local, regional 
and national level, and a series of professional 
development opportunities are some of the 
things that librarians in Ethiopia could learn 
from Americans about library collaboration. On 
the other hand, librarians in the United States 
can learn from their counterparts in Ethiopia 
about library collaboration in areas around in-
ternationalization efforts, collaborative home-
grown systems for automation, union catalogs, 
collaborative acquisitions, and, I believe, about 
doing more with little resources. 
 
CL: Collaborative Librarianship is an open ac-
cess journal.  What is your sense of the im-
portance of open access to scholars in the de-
veloping world?  Should (and how should) 
scholars be encouraged to publish in open ac-
cess journals? 
 
Assefa: I am an ardent proponent of open ac-
cess. Not only does open access offer wider and 
broader dissemination of scholarly outputs, it is 
also an engine for speedier diffusion of 
knowledge and innovation. Since the mid-17th 
century when the first journal appeared in Eu-
rope, the scholarly communication model has 
been dominated by a slow and lengthy publish-
ing process that hindered maximum impact and 
wider dissemination of research outputs. De-
spite its limitations, no doubt the print journal 
has served well for over 300 years. With advanc-
es in Internet technology, the web has now be-
come the chief medium to easily and effortlessly 
publish and disseminate and consume content. 
Most publishers now have some provisions for 
scholars to deposit and archive their work in 
their institutional repositories. According to 
SHERPA/RoMEO, a database that tracks pub-
lisher policies towards open access, out of 1,546 
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publishers in its database, 72% formally allow 
some form of self-archiving 
(http://www.sherpa.ac.uk/romeo).  
 
Similar organizations, such as Research4Life 
(http://www.research4life.org/about/), a pub-
lic-private partnership, are working to close the 
knowledge gap between industrialized and de-
veloping countries. Through its four programs 
in health (HINARI), agriculture (AGROA), envi-
ronment (OARE), and innovation (ARDI), Re-
search4Life is providing free or low cost access 
to over 44,000 peer-reviewed international scien-
tific journals, books, and databases to develop-
ing countries.  
 
These two initiatives and programs are clear 
indications that open access and collaboration at 
an international scale is allowing developing 
countries, including Ethiopia, gain access to crit-
ical scientific and technical literature that other-
wise is beyond reach. For this reason I applaud 
Collaborative Librarianship for embracing open 
access as its modus operandi.  
 
Finally, it is important that scholars are encour-
aged and supported in publishing in open ac-
cess avenues. Academic and research institu-
tions should follow the examples of Harvard’s 
Faculty of Arts and Sciences that unanimously 
voted to implement a school-wide open access 
policy in 2008.  Although several other schools 
at Harvard and other universities followed suit, 
embracing open access as a matter of policy is 
not widely and uniformly implemented across 
academic and research institutions in the U.S. 
The fact that major federal funding agencies 
(such as NIH) have adopted open access to non-
classified research outputs that resulted from 
public money shows significant recognition of 
the importance of open access and the wider 
implications for researchers globally. Yes, it is 
important to require faculty to publish in open 
access journals and that is probably the first step 
in promoting open access journals. Equally, it is 
important to build an underlying policy and 
technical infrastructure for faculty and research-
ers to embrace open access. For example, the 
reservation that many faculties have about open 
access journals is due to perceived low quality 
and adverse implication for tenure and promo-
tion.  This can be eliminated if schools and uni-
versities adopt and embrace open access as a 
matter of policy. The article processing charges 
(APC) that many open access journals ask of 
authors is prohibitive and something needs to 
be managed either through universities and re-
search institutions supporting their researchers 
or through university libraries working together 
with open access publishers, with an objective 
also to lower the APC.  
 
CL: As a specialist in understanding 
knowledge structures, are there some 
knowledge structures that are better suited to 
thinking and acting collaboratively, or do other 
human factors determine the nature and scope 
of collaboration, library or otherwise? 
 
Assefa: Ideally, if we take the human factors, 
institutional culture included, out of research, I 
believe collaboration can happen across disci-
plines and knowledge structures of any stripe. It 
is true, because of the nature of activities in-
volved, the fields of science, technology, and 
medicine (STM) are heavily collaborative and 
are better suited to collaboration. However, the 
same level of collaboration can happen in the 
social sciences, the humanities, and the liberal 
arts in so far as scholars in these domains recog-
nize and are aware of the benefit of collabora-
tion. Libraries and the field of library and in-
formation science are not an exception. In li-
brary schools (including the University of Den-
ver’s Library and Information Studies), we use 
area libraries, museums, archives, and infor-
mation agencies as our laboratories for practi-
cums, service learning and even course assign-
ments. I strongly believe that we prepare com-
petent and knowledgeable professionals if we 
bridge the gulf between theory and practice. For 
this, collaboration between libraries and library 
schools is of paramount importance. It is true, 
the very first step toward collaboration is the 
willingness and commitment to go beyond our 
comfort zone and to see the other party as equal 
rather than rival.  
 
CL: As one who teaches in a school of library 
and information science program, does library 
collaboration surface as an important issue 
among students or among the teaching faculty? 
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Assefa: Yes, collaboration is an important theme 
that is often discussed in classes and students 
are encouraged and given an opportunity to 
hone their skills.  In group assignments and pro-
jects, and in class discussions, collaboration re-
curs regularly. In a more systematic manner, the 
DU LIS program and individual faculties infuse 
collaboration in course activities as critical 21st 
century skills that students need to master. As 
part of a systematic review of students’ progress 
in the program, students complete self-reflective 
assessments on professional dispositions and 
several other dimensions, including interper-
sonal effectiveness and communication. 
 
CL: In your interaction with students who are 
launching library careers, does collaboration 
factor into their values at all, and if so, do you 
think this emerges at an early stage or does a 
realization of the value of collaboration arise 
more later on as one becomes acclimated in a 
real-world library position? 
 
Assefa: At DU LIS students have been made 
aware of the significance of collaboration and 
team work right from the very beginning when 
they attend general orientation, a few days be-
fore fall classes start.  In the course of their 
study, as I said previously, students are ex-
pected to complete group projects that are in-
tended to expose them to learn to work with 
others. 
 
CL: Are there ways that collaboration could be 
better (or even newly) emphasized in library 
science programs in the United States, or do 
your think this is better left to one’s own per-
sonal or professional interest after one gradu-
ates from library school? 
 
Assefa: I believe there is room for further im-
provement to better emphasize the state of col-
laboration across LIS schools in the United 
States. Aside from the i-school and l-school di-
chotomy (that in my opinion is territorial), all 
ALA accredited MLIS granting institutions are 
bound by the same mission to produce well-
rounded professionals who will advance learn-
ing and education through information services, 
regardless of their positions or where they might 
be working. LIS programs in the United States 
(while maintaining their respective identities) 
can still work together to share ideas and pro-
cesses to define and re-define what it means to 
prepare a library and information professional 
in today’s globalized world. Such collaboration 
efforts can be reflected through the type, nature, 
and number of courses taught, practical skills 
emphasized, and so forth. A quick glance at the 
LIS courses across ALA accredited MLIS offer-
ing institutions in North America reveals that 
the content and types of courses in the core and 
electives are widely different.  
 
I am sure the opportunity for students to active-
ly participate in local, regional and national lev-
el professional associations and student chapters 
are important mechanisms by which students 
get to learn collaboration. I am also of the view 
that this should not be left to an individual’s 
preference or to begin to think about collabora-
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